
 

 

 

PUBLIC SCHOOL DEVELOPMENT STANDARDS 
ADVISORY COMMITTEE1  
 

MERCER MIDDLE SCHOOL  

DESIGN DEPARTURE 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
Project #3039303-SD 

September 27, 2022 

This report is produced pursuant to the City of Seattle Municipal Code (SMC 23.44.006 F and 

23.79: the òCodeó). The intent and purpose of this report is to document public comment and 

make recommendations to the city regarding proposed modifications to development standards 

to facilitate construction of the new Mercer International Middle School located at 1600 S. 

Columbian Way, Seattle, WA 98108. 

 
1 Pursuant to Ordinance 126188, which will remain in effect for the duration of the COVID-19 civil emergency 
declared by Mayor Durkan in March 2020, the Director of the Department of Neighborhoods is authorized to submit 
this recommendation report to the Seattle Department of Construction and Inspections in lieu of an advisory committee 
process. 
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1. Background 

1.1 Project Description 

On March 23, 2022, Seattle Public Schools (SPS) submitted a request for departures per SMC 

23.79.002 for the Mercer International Middle School located at 1600 S. Columbian Way, 

Seattle, WA 98108.  The departure request pertains to building height, setbacks, parking 

quantity and signage/illuminated reader board. 

1.2 Building History 

The existing 1958 school currently has 25 portables to accommodate the over-capacity student 

enrollment.  These are intended as a temporary solution; they are difficult to access from the main 

building and have taken over most of the outdoor playground areas. 

The school is set back from the street, hidden behind trees, and feels disconnected from the 

neighborhood. 

The existing building and site lack space and flexibility to meet SPS programmatic needs.  There 

is no on-site playfield, play courts, or any other SPS standard outdoor program element.  

Currently, Mercer can only use an adjacent public soccer field, which creates scheduling and 

security challenges. 

This project was reviewed by the Seattle Landmarks Preservation Board, who determined not to 

designate the school as a historic landmark during a meeting on May 19, 2021. 

 

Exhibit 1 Existing Site 
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Exhibit 2 Proposed Site Plan 

The existing vehicular entry is located on the South end of the site, on S. Columbian Way.  One of 

the main pedestrian entries is adjacent to the vehicle entry, and the other on 16th Ave S.  

However, pedestrians may also access the site on the North side through Jefferson Park. 

School buses pick-up and drop-off students along 16th Ave South, while private vehicles use the 

on-site parking lot. 

 

Exhibit 3 Existing Site Circulation 
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Exhibit 4 Proposed Site Circulation 

Over 90% of the site is currently occupied by a building or asphalt paving.  Many of the trees 

are located along the South and East perimeters of the site. 

There are existing trees to remain including six as òexceptionaló under the Cityõs tree ordinance.  

Most of them are located on the South end of the site facing S. Columbian Way.  This includes 

three large atlas cedar trees that are in good condition. 

 

Exhibit 5 Site Analysis - Trees 
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1.3 Neighborhood Characteristics 

Mercer Middle School is in North Beacon Hill, southeast of downtown Seattle.  It is in a 

neighborhood residential zone with commercial and major institution zones to the West and East, 

respectively. 

Nearby neighborhood amenities and services include Jefferson Park (1), Seattle Veterans 

Administration Hospital (2), MacPhersonõs Fruit & Produce (3), Beacon Hill Church of the Nazarene 

(4), and the non-profit Powerful Voices (5). 

 
Exhibit 6 Neighborhood Surroundings 

1.4 Requests for Departures and Process 

The City administers the Development Standard Departure Process, pursuant to SMC 23.44.006F 

and 23.79. The Code requires that the Department of Neighborhoods (DON) convene a 

Development Standard Advisory Committee (hereinafter as òthe Committeeó) when SPS proposes 

a departure from the development standards identified under the Code. These standards are 

popularly referred to as the òzoning code.ó 

The purpose of the Committee is 1) to gather public comment and evaluate the proposed 

departures for consistency with the objectives and intent of the Cityõs land use policies to ensure 

that the proposed facility is compatible with the character and use of its surroundings; and 2) to 

develop a report and recommendation to the Seattle Department of Construction and Inspections 

(SDCI) from DON. (SMC 23.79.008). 

In April 2020, City Council passed Ordinance 126072, which temporarily allowed certain land 

use applications to be handled administratively. These provisions (later extended by Ordinance 

126188) were part of a larger City effort to expedite permits, respond to economic challenges, 
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and address urgent development needs during the pandemic. Thus, the DON Director is 

temporarily authorized to submit this recommendation report to SDCI in lieu of a public advisory 

committee process. Absent further legislative action, the temporary provisions will expire 60 days 

after the Mayor lifts the COVID-19 Civil Emergency Order. The content of the report is informed 

by public comments solicited and reviewed by DON staff. 

Following completion of DONõs recommendation report and its transmittal to SDCI, the Director of 

SDCI will issue a formal report and decision. The SDCI Director will consider the DON reportõs 

recommendations and (1) determine the extent of departure from established development 

standards that may be allowed, and (2) identify all mitigating measures which may be required. 

The SDCI Directorõs decision is appealable. 

 

2. Departures 

2.1 Specific District Requests 

Seattle Public Schools, Mercer Middle School, and the Design Team worked together to develop 

the following guiding principles to address the project needs and goals.  These site-specific goals 

were created during early design development sessions with the School Design Advisory Team 

(SDAT).  SDAT is formed for each school project, and includes the principal, teachers, community 

members, student representatives, and key school district officials: 

1) Learner-Centered Environment 

2) Personalizing Environment 

3) Program Adaptability 

4) Community Connections 

5) Aesthetics 

6) Safety 

7) Collaboration 

8) Sustainability 

To accommodate the project needs and goals of this project, SPS requested the following 

departures from the development standards found in SMC 23.51B.002. 

Departure #1 ð Greater than Allowed Building Height 

Existing Standard: SMC 23.51B.002.D.1.b: For new public-school construction on existing public-

school sites, the maximum permitted height is 35 feet. 

Allowed Building Height: 35 feet (23.51B.002.D1b) 

The proposed maximum building height is 67õ above average grade.  The over height areas are 

1) mechanical penthouses stepped in from the faces of the 3-story building wing, and 2) the 

tallest parapets.  These areas are 32õ and 12õ, respectively, above allowable height. 
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Only a limited portion of the building would reach the requested 67 feet: 

¶ The commons and library roofs exceed the allowable height by less than 5 feet. 

¶ Third floor roof exceeds the allowable height by less than 15 feet. 

¶ Only the Mechanical Platforms reach the requested 67 feet. 

¶ The tallest over height areas would not be visible from the West sidewalk of 16th Ave S. 
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Building Height at Classroom Wing 

 

 

Building Height at Library 

 

 

Building Height at Commons 

 

Proposed Departure Requested: The Code allows a maximum height of 35õ for secondary 

schools.  The project proposes a 67õ height limit for a 32õ departure. 
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Departure #2 ð Signage/Illuminated Reader Board 

Existing Standard: SMC 23.55.020.B: Reader Board Standards: 

¶ No flashing, changing image, or message board signs. 

¶ For elementary or secondary schools, one electric or nonilluminated double-faced 

identifying sign, not to exceed 30 feet of area per sign face on each street frontage. 

The project is requesting a departure to allow one single-sided illuminated reader board with 

changing image.  The reader board will only face the neighborhood commercial zone, and not a 

neighborhood residential zone.  The reader will be on from 8am-9pm every day and 

automatically shut down accordingly.  Proposed size: 10õ L x 6õ H x 2õ W (60 square feet) with 8õ 

x 4õ illuminated changing image portion. 

 

 

Proposed Departure Requested: The Code allows a reader board with no flashing, changing 

image, or message board sign; not to exceed 30 sq. ft.  The project proposes a single-sided 60 

sq. ft. illuminated reader board with changing image facing the neighborhood commercial zone 

 

 

 

 

 














